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Abstract
The wasteful way of life in the affluent regions of the world is associated with a tremendous exploitation of resources, ecosystems, and people. Ultimately, it is also at least partly responsible for the lack of modest prosperity and adequate social security in countries of the so-called global south. But these would be required to trigger a demographic transition there and thus put an end to the incessantly progressing growth of the world population. Europe would need to ensure a consistent compliance with fairness and sustainability criteria through strict minimum standards in its internal market. However, in order to prevent a massive decline in the quality of life as a result of the associated additional costs, demand would have to be reduced drastically in a sensible manner. To achieve this, not only technically induced premature obsolescence must be combated, but also the temptation towards needless consumption through marketing and advertising. This in turn requires a realignment of the media sector. Furthermore, the concept of intellectual property, which inhibits innovation and allows monopolists operating arbitrarily, should be replaced by a different model of remuneration for outputs concerned. Care must be taken to ensure that digitization does not lead to a technical totalitarianism, but serves the common good. Appropriate rules and redistribution measures should maintain a certain proportionality in the distribution of wealth and the power associated with it. The financing of the welfare state and public expenditures should be decoupled from the need for constant economic growth by means of a prudent tax and employment policy. At the same time future generations should not be overburdened with debts, also not with those, which are supposed to be investments for their alleged benefit. Nevertheless, health care, pensions, education, and other essential infrastructure are best provided by the public sector itself.

1. Introduction
A vast number of publications point out multifarious problems of our present economy and lifestyle. These range from climate change to developments in direction of a totalitarian digital surveillance or to an increasing inequality concerning income and wealth, which substantially threatens democracy.
This essay attempts to contribute new corrective approaches for a sustainable transformation of economy and society to the political debate. It's not about the realization of an Utopian paradise, but about averting dangers. Nevertheless, some reforms may also bring a new quality of life. However, because dreams of an ideal society have turned into nightmares too often, one should keep in mind the ambivalent sides of individual human nature and its limitations with respect to virtuousness, still should also not strive for an overly strict system of law and order, but rather settle for a practicable pragmatism.
Unfortunately there are many links and interrelations between the proposals presented here. As a result, one point cannot be altered willy-nilly independently from others and must be met simultaneously or in a coordinated manner. Admittedly this doesn't make things any easier. The alternative of simply continuing as before, however, certainly leads to the abyss.

2. A few pointed remarks on the present situation
The focus of this text is targeted on new proposals for solutions. Still it is necessary to put right one or another widespread contemporary diagnosis.
In climatology, the divergences in forecasts are enormous, depending on the used mathematical model or input parameters, which are often only estimated. In some cases, the error ranges amount to far more than a power of ten. Nevertheless, this research is quite essential. In constant comparison of the calculated predictions with measurement data from reality it serves the development of an improved long-term understanding of the intricate relationships. Inconsistencies may lead to the discovery of important aspects, which have been overlooked so far. The enormous complexity and the non-linearity of the systems which are decisive for the climate mean that the future development is subject to extreme uncertainties, so that quantitative calculations of permitted greenhouse gas emissions in order to achieve certain climatic targets cannot really be carried out seriously. To this extent, so-called climate skeptics are admittedly right. There are, however, two key arguments in favor of demanding that carbon dioxide emissions should be largely eliminated. Firstly, the greenhouse effect and its basic mechanisms are scientifically well established, and secondly, the meteorological data from recent decades do not indicate that we are moving towards an ice age, but rather strongly in the opposite direction. As long as these findings do not change, we do have every reason to take resolute actions.
One problem in this context is that many politicians and other decision makers have succumbed to the spirit of a sometimes very risky logic of optimization. In the economic sector attempts to minimize cost-pushing buffers such as inventories by using statistical methods have been established already long ago. The same is true for exploiting economies of scale etc. by hook or crook. Such a questionable attitude not only impairs climate conferences but also the global trade.
In the course of the Corona Pandemic 2020, it became clear that unbridled globalization may entail large vulnerabilities. Whereas the "comparative cost advantage through worldwide division of labor", frequently invoked by experts as the major benefit, is in reality mostly based on unfair differences in wages, as well as in social and environmental standards. The lower productivity cited by some economists as a phony vindication in this context does not justify the extent of the observed income gap. If the wage differentials had only compensated for the difference in productivity, there would not have been such a massive exodus of production capacity from Western Europe. Unfair profits from exploitation were the reason for outsourcing, first to Eastern Europe and then increasingly to the Far East. In addition to the unfair salary levels, the cost advantages, despite the often extremely long transport distances, are commonly based on downright criminal negligence in the protection of workers or the environment. For already some time, there have been warning signs that an all too small number of manufacturers, but also an excessive geographical concentration of production, is undermining the security of supply even outside of crises. A functioning trading network is certainly beneficial, because in the event of a disaster it allows us to compensate for shortfalls by deliveries from other regions of the world. However, this can only work if each region has sufficient diversity and certain reserves in its production capacities, what implies that those are not "thoroughly optimized". Ricardo's model, which is often quoted in macroeconomics, neglects not only safety aspects, but also social and ecological distortions.
In the societal sphere, attempts to make ostensible improvements in a narrow-minded manner, for example by means of new technologies, can under certain circumstances become a threat to civic liberties, as China's "social credit system" clearly demonstrates. But Google, Facebook, Amazon, and others are also supporting developments towards a new type of centralized planned economy based on "big data". Big Brother/Big Sister" has already found its way into many people's lives via various apps on smartphones, or via Siri and Alexa. The scandal of Cambridge Analytica allowed a faint premonition about how technical surveillance of the population could be combined with media manipulation in the future. Whether this will be implemented by secret services (keyword NSA) or questionable transhumanists from Silicon Valley is likely be secondary in the end.
Nowadays massive use of smartphones has already induced many unfavorable psychological side effects, especially among young people. Nevertheless, the further expansion of mobile networks (towards 5G) is being strongly promoted by public funds, although the long-term consequences of radiation exposure, for instance, hardly can be estimated. For many devices, a network connection increases the vulnerability to a disproportional extent without being really justifiable in terms of benefits gained thereby. In addition, the effects on robustness and product life are usually negative, which is why the often invoked creation of an "Internet of Things" would cause more harm than good, at least under the current framework conditions.

3. Demographic challenges
Although this point actually also belongs to the description of the present situation, the problematical development of the human world population is given here its own heading, not least because it falls under the taboo of an unquestioningly adopted "political correctness" for many people. While it is true that the topic can easily be misused for populist or even extreme right-wing propaganda, the facts and their consequences cannot be eradicated by concealment. On the contrary, the lack of serious discussion is partly to blame for the fact that the situation has massively worsened over the last 30 years and a genuinely humane solution is becoming increasingly difficult.
In contrast to the theses of Thomas Malthus, it turned out that the achievement of a certain level of prosperity is generally accompanied by a demographic transition with a sharp decline in fertility rates. Paradoxically, poverty and lack of education verifiably are drivers of population growth, statistically speaking. This is paradoxical, because one could assume that more resources and opportunities to earn a sufficing living would increase the desire to have children and not vice versa. In times of need, however, especially in the absence or failure of a welfare state, the family serves quasi as a substitute for a general social insurance and children become an individual investment in old-age provision. High infant mortality is, by the way, usually overcompensated in this context.
In order to obtain raw materials cheaply so that Europe can meet its own needs according to the traditional mindset of economic growth and, as far as exports are concerned, remain competitive with its processed goods on the world market under the current questionable conditions, dubious deals have been and are being made with brutal rulers or corrupt elites. Moreover, despite frequently invoked moral values, continually arms are delivered to conflict regions. This not only blocks a way out, but also fuels the worsening of the situation due to mechanisms just mentioned above.
By increased migration of many young people, from Africa for example, who in consequence have no prospects at all, the problem is gradually beginning to knock on our doors. The effort to prevent desperate masses from forcing their way into the affluent regions of the earth is constantly increasing. But even if it were possible in perpetuity to isolate oneself from the wretched by military means, threats like epidemics, which do not stop at borders, may spread from areas, where people live in cramped conditions without adequate sanitation and health care. Besides, it should not be forgotten that, for example, Pakistan and India have nuclear weapons, or that a deforestation of the Amazon or the Congo Basin hardly leaves the global climate unchanged. So even if richer countries with superior weapon technology could secure a good portion of the resources, they most likely would be at least indirectly affected by conflicts among the others. It is an illusion that a welfare island can survive unscathed in the midst of a sea of misery in the long term, whereby "welfare" means that broad strata of the population living there have access to adequate supply and care.
At the same time, however, it needs be said that a complete opening of all borders without any prior change in the political and economic framework and the creation of reliable local future prospects for those living within regions of the world disadvantaged hitherto, would lead to a huge rush. This would be likely to endanger the European welfare state model by overburdening the local natural resources. Thereby the majority of those who are now excluded wouldn't have any substantial long-term benefit. Relatively soon only a small elite would be able to lead a prosperous life in the North as well. It should be noted in this context that about 20% of Romanians live and work abroad, thus exercising their freedoms as EU citizens. If the borders of Europe were to be opened to all people in the so-called global south, while other current circumstances are remaining the same, one would have to reckon with an at least as large proportion of people willing to migrate from there due to the even greater misery. If only 10% of Africans left for Europe, half as many as the Romanians mentioned before, that would amount to 120 millions migrants encountering 500 millions EU citizens currently living in Europe. Other poor regions like Latin America, or Asian countries, such as Afghanistan, are not even included in that estimation. With open European borders, however, many Mexicans and other Latin Americans would no longer try to get into the USA but would set out across the Atlantic. If the share of emigrants increases in the medium term to 20%, the percentage I mentioned earlier for Romania, then the figure for Africa alone will be 240 millions.
So, it really is difficult to imagine how to master this without to overburden the ecosystems of the region. The demand of the arriving population increments would also fuel the already alarmingly progressing soil sealing. Though this happened so far to a large extent for other reasons, in small Austria, the area of the provincial capital Eisenstadt was additionally covered with concrete or asphalt every year in the years just before 2020. In times of climate change, the often proposed solution in form of consolidation and densification in residential construction also reaches its limits. The keyword in this context is "urban heat island". In addition, it is not only necessary to provide the newcomers with homes worth living in, more people also need additional infrastructure and jobs, what also consumes land. Moreover, the demand for electricity and other energy will rise significantly, which besides should be widely provided by local renewable sources. Nevertheless, Europe undoubtedly has a moral obligation to accept a considerable number of refugees on humanitarian grounds, if only because of its historical co-responsibility for the global situation. Therefore, in view of the limited natural capacities, it is ethically also extremely questionable for native Europeans to have deliberately more than two children. In the long run of course there is no justification for the fact that some Earth citizens enjoy freedom of travel and settlement, while the majority is excluded.
Between 1920 and 2020, the world population has approximately quadrupled. This implies that under the regime of a fair distribution everybody's share according to a sustainable ecological footprint has shrunk to a quarter. If there is no completely unexpected spectacular scientific and technical breakthrough, further population growth at the current rate will make it completely hopeless to achieve a turnaround to environmental sustainability. Innovations, which are at least somewhat realistically conceivable at the moment could contribute to a maximum of a third necessary for the solution, even if the number of humans stop growing instantaneously. In addition, climate change is likely to reduce the amount of land available for human habitation and agriculture. This certainly will also necessitate migration, so that population density in the remaining inhabitable areas will increase even without further overall growth, while the opportunities to draw on additional external resources to support food supply in the form of imports will decrease.
The problem cannot be tackled adequately with paternalistic development aid, but only with fair economic relations, which also take account of the need to catch up. Despite their euphemistic naming, the "economic partnership agreements" (EPAs) promoted by the European Union are yet again clearly heading in the wrong direction.
Even if suitable measures would have been implemented at the beginning of the new millenium, today's world population would hardly be any smaller, since the number of people will escalate at first for some time as prosperity starts increasing. On the one hand, opinions about the optimal number of children do not change overnight, and on the other hand, the average lifespan increases. At best, we might just reaching the peak. Though, even this is unlikely as, for instance, the population in China is still growing despite the fact that the dictatorial one-child-policy started forty years ago. In view of such an inevitable system inertia, any further delay is disastrous. When it really no longer can be concealed that the exploitation of the global South also affects the majority of people in the currently more prosperous regions, the downfall into the abyss of appalling existential battles will be unstoppable. Political developments within groups which already see themselves threatened by having to compete with migrants in housing and labor markets can be used for assessing in which direction society is heading if the fraction of losers increases. The history of the first half of the 20th century should be a warning to us in this context.

4. A resilient organization of the global economy
Considering the problems just described, it actually would be a matter of common sense to reform global trade relations quickly. The presently dominating free trade doctrine, which allowed exploitative excesses, must be immediately and in part unilaterally replaced by a commitment to fair trade in conformity with human rights. Partly unilaterally, since, as mentioned earlier, sometimes unscrupulous elites are in power on the other side. Agreements that are contrary to this objective must be declared invalid. In principle Donald Trump has demonstrated the feasibility of unilateral action, but in a way that is definitely abusive.
In this context suitable minimum standards, which prevent dumping social and environmental concerns, should be implemented for all products covering the entire supply chain including the starting raw materials and for all services. After certain transitional periods these standards should be mandatory for everything offered on the European single market, no matter, whether it originates from the EU or from the exchange with the rest of the world. Of course, some of the trading partners may refuse to comply with them. In such cases, trade relations must be severely restricted by law or punitive tariffs must be imposed. If luxury is involved, this would reduce the demand, what might be intensified by media campaigns. If pertaining to really important goods the political measures would encourage the search for alternative procurement options or suitable substitutes. Admittedly, the amendment of the EU Treaties necessary for this is extremely difficult to achieve. However, all EU-skeptical critics of globalization should be aware that most member states have no chance of successfully implementing similar policies on their own.
In addition to preventing unfair practices in world trade, European foreign policy should generally support that all major economic areas (i.e. not only Europe) can largely supply themselves with everything necessary to satisfy essential needs. Should a lack of sufficient competitiveness due to various circumstances build an obstacle to maintain or build up meaningful production capacities in vital sectors, even though the principle of fair trade is strictly observed, subsidies, protecting import duties, or certain limitations for the export of raw materials should be allowed. Here too, the EPAs mentioned earlier set precisely the wrong priorities. For their own supply disadvantaged regions are to be granted free access to patent licenses etc. or at least significant reductions of fees more generously than hitherto. Conventional development aid should only be a supplement to an inherently fair economic partnership, maybe as a small compensation for past injustices. It should not be misused as a mere fig leaf, as it often is at present.
Long-distance trade should be made less attractive in relation to regional supply by appropriate surcharges for the environmental costs of transport. However, as already indicated, care must be taken to ensure that a transport sector with reasonable capacities remains viable and operational so that, in the event of major disasters, a minimum supply can quickly be guaranteed by deliveries from other regions of the world. The worldwide production of goods should be geographically distributed in way, which in the long run yields the most benefit for all mankind and the environment.
Corporations, which have an inappropriate dominance within a regional market, should be unbundled by a revised, very strict and effective antitrust law. In sectors where oligo- or monopolies within a certain territory seem to make sense, the protection of public interests must be ensured by special forms of organization (e.g. public ownership or non-profit cooperatives etc.).
During the Corona Pandemic 2020 occasionally was promised to shift to more local procurement. If no regulatory intervention is made and the rules of the game are changed permanently for everyone, such good resolutions will be forgotten quite soon. In the competitive arena, the ruthless ones with their dumping strategies will largely prevail once again. The more responsible will then either follow or not survive financially until the next crisis.

5. Securing supply through sufficiency
However, the proposals just made previously would bring about a drastic reduction in the standard of living in Europe, as the measures would massively worsen the so-called "terms of trade", i.e. the purchasing power on the international markets for raw materials and other goods. Given their current demand, the Europeans virtually could not afford genuinely fair world trade. The transitional periods in the context of the implementation of the suggested minimum standards for the EU single market should therefore not only serve for the reorganization of supply chains or for building up purchasing power within the current low-wage countries, but also for a systematic reduction of consumption.
In recent years there have been repeated debates under the catchword "planned obsolescence" about the topic whether manufacturers would deliberately reduce product lifetimes. Now, such an assumption contains overtones of a conspiracy-theory and in most cases there is not even the slightest evidence of fraudulent intent. That's why one should rather use the term "premature obsolescence". Irrespective of the motives, it cannot be denied that today's products are not designed in such a way so that they fulfill their purpose as long as technically feasible at reasonable production costs in order to allow an affordable price. Of course one needs to consider the whole life cycle in this context, because at some point striving for further durability would cause an overall negative ecological balance.
This is why reparability also plays a crucial role. Manufacturers should, for example, be obliged to use as many easily available standard components (screws etc.) as possible or to store detailed repair instructions, circuit diagrams etc. in suitable public Internet repositories and thus make them accessible for an unlimited period of time.
Liberal economic theorists often postulate a market transparency, which is indeed illusory for average consumers without the provision of unbiased professional assistance. Therefore besides mandatory minimum standards for product approvals, extensive tests should be carried out by publicly funded institutions for consumer information, which should be as independent as possible from direct political influence and subject to strict anti-corruption regulations. Such an aid might be helpful in building up competitive pressure towards a genuine sustainability beyond mere greenwashing. Partly already provided data on energy consumption of devices should, for instance, be supplemented by an additional parameter, which includes the total energy requirement for manufacturing aliquoted by the expected average product life. This would debunk some misleading advertising for the untimely replacement of old equipment by an allegedly more ecofriendly short-living new one.
However, especially in the field of electronic gadgets, every now and again there are innovations that arouse desire for a new model. Even though quite a lot of the emerging appetites are merely due to marketing and a social climate that promotes conspicuous consumption, occasionally new features may actually bring added value. Here a significantly improved upgradeability would be able to meet many of the customer's requirements without having to throw away the whole functioning old device. In this connection the modular Fairphone might be mentioned as an example that at least partially points in the right direction.
Recyclability is the final aspect of sustainability, which should come into effect only, when every other option is exhausted. Nevertheless it has to be preconceived within the manufacturing process already in the very first draft of a new product and must also be part of any external rating in the end. But even in this context the reusability of complete components should be preferred to material recycling, which almost always needs more energy. Therefore enabling a facilitated extensive "cannibalization" of components should be taken into account, when stipulating the level of a disposal fee, which is to be collected at the time of selling, in the course of a product approval.
Sometimes an approach based on rental and service models is suggested. In order to create an intrinsic incentive for manufacturers to provide durable, repairable and recyclable products, according to this proposal in future, for example, only the "service of providing a functioning washing machine" should be sold instead of the appliance itself. Since maintenance, replacement by a new device, and correct recycling of the old one would influence the costs of the professional service provider, the advocates of this concept assume that not only the manufacture but the entire product life cycle would be optimized. This would be true especially if the manufacturers were offering the services themselves. However, there are several serious disadvantages of this strategy. Firstly, the consumer would be drastically restricted in his or her options. The provider might, for instance, not agree to treat clothes with special agents in the machine for more or less justified reasons of caution. There also would be constant problems with individual adaptions, for example concerning a repainting of a car, maybe even the application of self-made drawings etc. Apart from that, there are people, who are generally more careful in handling objects than others. This could lead to further conflicts between supplier and customer. Because of statistical cost calculation of the service providers, all users might be charged for the carelessness of a perhaps only small group, thus undermining personal behavioral incentives. Without protecting regulations the local repair and service sector is at the mercy of mostly large, globally active manufacturers. What this implies, can already be observed to some extent in authorized car repair shops, where licensees are regularly exploited. Exorbitant prices are not uncommon for new special tools or for the access to repair instructions and trainings, which are deliberately made indispensable, when new models are launched. The trend towards special tools and restricted access to repair manuals, as just described, is by no means beneficial to society as a whole. It would be more desirable, if the individual consumer would be able to replace a screw or headlight bulb quickly and easily by a standard part that is available from miscellaneous providers. Some aspects of the complicated design, which should ensure the exclusiveness of the spare part supply, make adaptions to new requirements much more difficult. All this not only counteracts the extension of product life, but also shows the risk that certain costs of premature obsolescence could be passed on to contractual partners and the consumers. A mere change to rental and service based supply for long-term consumer goods without further measures does not yet provide a satisfactory solution, but creates new problems. The approach involves the danger that the local shops are surrendered to capital-driven global industry even more than in a throw away society, where one can switch to another vendor for the next order. So we can not do without much more detailed regulations. Of course it should not be denied that sharing and rental alternatives make sense in the case of rarely or little used goods (e.g. special tools, etc.).
Enormous waste characterizes Europe's food supply and causes a comparatively high consumption of resources in this sector likewise. According to various studies, up to a third of the food ends up in the trash. In addition, food preferences in favor of a high proportion of meat and other animal products aggravate the problem. The widespread habits, some of which are even detrimental to health, are not only a cause for concern in view of the large number of hungry people on earth, but also frustrate humane endeavors to ensure that animals are treated fairly. The scale of the current mass farming can never adequately meet the needs of beasts, despite all the technology available, as this would go beyond the scope of any reasonable efforts and space requirements. (By the way, animal welfare is based on an extended humanism. Cats cannot be expected to treat mice in a "mouse-friendly" way. However, our behavior towards animals has an effect on society. The cruel keeping of "high-performance" breedings and the exclusively economically oriented attitude towards them might possibly become the forerunner of a corresponding future keeping and breeding of humans.) In view of the so-called jungle's law, which reads "eat or be eaten", I personally consider the use of animals to be justifiable as long as we enable these creatures to have a reasonably satisfactory existence and an end without pain or fear. Surely some people will disagree with this for reasons worthy of discussion. Nonetheless it is clear that more animal welfare requires a reduction in stocks and is associated with considerably higher prices for consumers.
But there is another reason in connection with international fairness and ecological sustainability, which requires numerical restrictions in livestock. The import of protein feeding stuff from Latin America but also Africa to the rich countries of the North in order to supply the often disgraceful animal factories endangers the food security of many poor people and is responsible for a considerable proportion of the destruction of primeval forests, which are vital for a benign global climate. The enormous use of fertilizers and pesticides from the chemical agro-industry, is not only accompanied by a correspondingly large use of fossile fuels, but also results in long-term ecological and health-threatening contaminations. Massive irrigation often jeopardizes future water supply.
The current agricultural policy of the European Union subsidizes exports from so-called conventional overproduction, which in many disadvantaged regions of the world destroy local small-scale farming structures. For many years now, various NGOs have been demanding rather to promote a sustainable regional supply with organic products in the sense of the food sovereignty.

6. Media
An increased technical product lifespan is of no use, if a large portion of goods is just replaced by new ones due to the seduction by marketing and advertising, whether in form of cleverly launched fashion trends or other psychologically sophisticated persuasive methods.
Actually, anti-consumerism advertising should promote the attitude of using things as long as possible. It should be made desirable to have personal items with the patina of individual scratches and patches. The so-called conspicuous consumption should be replaced by a new way of gaining prestige in the eyes of the neighbors, replaced by a new culture, which is proud of care and maintenance. Frugal leisure activities should be more reputable than expensive far-distances journeys. Marketing, which goes beyond the provision of sober information, should be questioned publicly and discredited by well founded criticism.
Like a fair political competition, functioning markets require adequately informed participants and sufficient transparency. Good journalism should support not only voters at the ballot box but also consumers in a critically independent manner. It should be a supplement to the already mentioned publicly funded independent non-profit non-governmental organisations for the assessment of product sustainability. However, journalistic freedom is currently extremely corrupted by the media's dependence on advertising revenues. Pure consumerism propaganda, often disguised as articles or part of the normal program, can not only be found in giveaway newpapers or at commercial broadcasters, but also in respected media, not to mention the constant attempts to curry favor with wealthy advertisers and to conform to their political interests. Therefore the financing of the so-called fourth estate urgently needs to be reorganized exclusively based on a combination of subscriptions and public subsidies. The grants should be allocated by an independent European institution according to strict impartial rules.
In the end consumers are currently paying indirectly for media, which are at least partially financed by advertising, via higher product prices, and in addition they are paying for the entire manipulation machinery of the marketing industry, in order to be fobbed off with contents which mainly reflect the opinions and interests of an affluent minority. So on average directly paying more for media would to a greater or lesser extent just be a shift of the cash flow, which, nonetheless, would make a big difference for the society as a whole.
Similar concerns make a change in the ownership structures within this democratically very sensitive sector desirable. All relevant professional media should be converted either to public institutions with statutes ensuring independence from the government or preferentially to special non-profit cooperatives with rules that limit the influence of financially strong investors. Moreover, internet search engines and new social media should also be organized the same way.

7. A proper remuneration for intellectual output
The concept of "intellectual property" as an exclusive right of use with the possibility to grant or to refuse a license arbitrarily is inherently wrong. The officially issued privilege is regularly justified by the fact that it would provide incentives for creative activity to the benefit of mankind, or that it would enable involved persons to earn a fair living, allowing them to provide such services at all. However, in recent decades the whole domain has degenerated into a great nuisance, with the quite common practice of using such rights, mostly purchased somewhere else, to protect one's own already existing dominance in the market and prevent the entry of new (smaller) competitors. Many of the much-vaunted "start-ups" are bought up by corporations so that their ideas disappear into drawers or at least are subordinated to their own market strategies. Here, creativity and knowledge transfer are inhibited and mono- or oligopoly formation is encouraged, what actually cannot be in the public interest.
Now, inventors, authors etc. are to be remunerated for their intellectual output appropriately, or even quite generously, yet not without losing sight of a certain proportionality and with a simultaneous prevention of undue abuse. Therefore the administration of licensing and the collection of fees should be carried out by an independent authority (e.g. implemented by European law). The amount of the charges should be determined in a special court procedure. In the event of substantial changes with respect to the former basis of assessment, it should be possible for both the rights holder and an actual or potential licensee to submit an amendment request. If this is rejected, the applicant should have to bear the legal costs. In case of an approval, the court should decide, who has to incur the expenses. If the fee were raised, usually the rights holder would have to pay for the cost of the proceedings. Adjustments to inflation should be implemented automatically every year. The license fee stipulated by the authority should be formulated in such a way that it always automatically factors in the extent to which a method or work is used in form of parameters like production volumes etc., in order to avoid disadvantaging obstacles for small companies. In principle, there should be a ban on discrimination and the same calculation modalities in force at a time should apply to everyone. Nonetheless, it should be possible to allow non-profit organizations or companies in disadvantaged regions of the world the usage at reduced fees or free of charge, potentially limited by certain restrictions. Such exemptions may also be defined by the aforementioned authority. In general, claims should only be accepted to a fair extent, e.g. by rejecting so-called trivial patents with a low level of ingenuity or, in case that there are doubts about this issue, by granting only a correspondingly lower compensation maybe additionally for a shorter time than the normal period.
It might be objected that fees set by authorities in proceedings contradict the principle of a market economy, where the prices are expected to result from an equilibration process concerning supply and demand. Against this might be countered that the monopolies, which result from the present system, largely override market mechanisms anyway. Moreover, in the case of infringements, indemnity sums partly also have been determined in court proceedings hitherto.
For the publication of works which are not subject to patent but to copyright law, in various categories commensurate flat rates should be stipulated based on miscellaneous criteria, such as the length of a text or film, etc. A court procedure should only take place, if the right holder requests an amendment. However, an undiscriminating general discount, a full or partial waiver that affects everybody in same way, e.g. in the form of a Creative Commons licence, should be enabled unbureaucratically and free of charge.
It is incomprehensible that the descendants of a famous author, musician, etc., without any personal contribution, will receive in principle unlimited payments until 70 years after the bequeather's death, while the progenies of a hard-working construction worker, a good doctor, etc. will have to be content with an inheritance, which may remain from their income. A reasonable basis for the discussion of a copyright reform could be a period of 40 to 50 years after publication irrespective of the time of death, which is hardly justified to determine the remuneration for the artistic output. This proposed period would still be much longer than the duration of a patent.
Plant breeders' rights or patents on living organisms should be abolished. The generation of new organisms and their introduction into the environment, including creations by means of new genetic engineering methods, should be detached from the purely commercial sphere, not least because potential invaders emerging thereby often involve enormous risks for existing ecosystems. The further development, which is certainly necessary especially in the course of climate change, should be carried out by state and supranational scientific non-profit organizations. After extensive safety tests, adapted breedings should be freely available to the general public.
Technical guidelines and standards should be accessible to everyone free of charge like many legislative texts in the Internet. The sometimes really exorbitant costs represent a disproportional obstacle and disadvantage for SMEs in comparison with large companies. Furthermore, their creation must become more democratic and transparent. At present, financially strong lobbyists dominate the often quite peculiarly constituted panels entrusted with the elaboration of such papers.

8. Democracy-friendly digitization
The digitization within the last decades has led to alarming concentrations of power, not only in economic terms but also with regard to the ability of influencing or manipulating the social and political discourse.
The concept of proprietary software entails that new service providers hardly stand a chance against once established major companies, even if they had innovative ideas for further developments. While it is possible to build on what has been achieved so far in the case of inventions, at least after the expiry of patents, according to the current legal situation, large software producers are trying to establish permanent monopolies or at least oligopolies. Furthermore, it is not always feasible to determine whether and how well data protection is guaranteed by basal closed-source software like operating systems. The amounts of data sent to manufacturers in the course of the update function are often quite amazing. There are computer specialists who classify some systems as spy software with regard to user behavior. In addition, the need for security updates in case of a network connection contributes to premature obsolescence, as old hardware often gets much slower after their application for no apparent reason. Finally, at the end of support, often there are no suitable drivers available in the successor version. With operating systems, premature obsolescence can also refer to software that is no longer supported. If the source code is not accessible, there is no way for autonomous adaptations, so you are completely at the mercy of the maker's "good will".
The concept of a transparent and freely modifiable open source software can avoid many difficulties right from the start. However, covering the livelihood of the involved programmers frequently is an unsolved problem. The dependence on major sponsors, which interestingly enough partly belong to the proprietary software sector, sometimes already led to dangerous attempts to take over the existing open source community. Therefore, public funding seems to be needed most urgently.
The public procurement of new software should be done as soon as possible only on the basis of open source licenses with a code that is, as a mandatory requirement, clearly structured and well documented. The provision and maintenance of the software should be reviewed and put out to tender as a service at regular intervals, not least in order to stimulate innovative improvements by some competition. With an appropriate source code quality, a potential change of the provider might be executed without having to replace the old application system completely, if the previous maintainer went somewhat sloppy in the last time or is not able to implement new features necessary in future.
Open operating systems, office applications and other software (accounting and other ERP applications, CAD-CAM etc.) for companies and administration should to be further developed by means of EU projects and made available to all. This would reduce digitization disadvantages for many small and medium-sized enterprises. Furthermore, the programs could be adapted to the needs of developing countries in the course of foreign aid projects.
A very important issue in connection with digitization is the danger of slipping into a technocratic surveillance totalitarianism or machine-supported mass manipulation. In this context, the disclosure of algorithms used in search engines or for selecting and arranging contents in so-called "social media" would be crucial. The political manipulation by varying visibility and the observed filter bubble effects must be a topic in considerations about their design in future. 
Furthermore, as already discussed in the context of classic media, financing should get independent from consumer advertising. The costs might be covered by the users with additional support from public funding at European level. (Again, it should not be forgotten that the average consumer currently pays via higher product prices that include marketing costs. The expression that one pays with one's data is ambiguous, although this points to an additional problem, because Google and Co. earn real advertising money, which ultimately, statistically speaking, comes from the users.) Fees for a transparent democracy-friendly search engine infrastructure, for example, could be collected by network providers. In addition to classical subscriptions, for short-term online media access and other small purchases, a Europe-wide standardized anonymous facility for electronic payment transactions should be created, which is topped up by prepaid vouchers and limited to small sums.
Search engines or "social media" should be organized in a form, which supports transparency and democratic control, but also warrants independence from political interference. Maybe an elected special European Internet media supervisory board should be established, which is committed to ensuring freedom and diversity of opinion on the one hand and strict personal data protection on the other. Managers of the service infrastructure should be able to give account for the compliance with these principles to a critical public, e.g. represented by NGOs at any time.
Throughout the expansion of digitization, the pros and cons must always be weighed up. Developments in a direction like that of the currently emerging Chinese "social credit system" should be decisively counteracted at the very beginning. The calls for tracking apps in the course of the 2020 pandemic therefore must be classified rather critically.
The constant massive use of mobile devices (smartphones) is psychologically and pedagogically considered not without risk for young people. Moreover, it is still difficult to assess the long-term effects of the associated radiation exposure on health. In view of this, a hasty upgrading of the mobile networks towards 5G, which would require thousands of additional transmitters and considerable escalations in transmission power, is a doubtful venture. If people would be motivated to be more mindful and cautious with regard to their use of the internet by redesigning "social media", special campaigns etc., the current mobile communication standards would absolutely be sufficient in the near future. Even the extreme expansion of video conferencing during the 2020 pandemic could be managed somehow. In most cases hours of transmissions in HD quality are a waste of resources, not to mention the nonsense of so-called streaming services, where the same content sometimes is even transmitted repeatedly to the same household.
In addition, the popularization of leaner web designs could also significantly reduce bandwidth requirements without any real loss to the end users. Even more data volume could be saved by abstaining from the widespread financing of contents or services via advertising. However, there are perhaps some regions where a further expansion of the network infrastructure, especially in the fixed-line segment, would make sense.
Digitization is not an end in itself. The usefulness of extending it to new fields of application or product groups should always be critically questioned in an open discourse, taking into account all implications (e.g. in terms of safety, environment, etc.).

9. Income and wealth
Assets often not only allow a certain extension of freedom in personal life planning, but are also associated with increased opportunities for political participation. In light of this, better-off people should not only be expected to make higher contributions with regard to the financing of the community, it also must be avoided that an imbalance of power eventually endangers the social fabric. Therefore the issue is not just about covering public expenditures, but also about containing extreme inequality that undermines democratic principles, even if the connected revenues gained for the overall state budget would be insignificant, because the number of people affected is very small.
Life - or shall we say fortune - is ultimately unjust, and state measures cannot completely eradicate this fact. However, since the majority of extraordinarily large assets are based on generous inheritances and gifts, all such benefits, a person receives in the course of his or her life, should be recorded in a special account and taxed progressively starting above a fairly high tax-free amount in such a way that the tax rate gradually reaches a percentage of 100 for everything exceeding a certain value in extreme cases. In the assessment foreign assets should be included. If the expected account balance including the new accession is far below the tax-free limit a cost-efficient estimation should be sufficient.
A special additional tax reduction should be conceded in the case of the transfer of small or medium-sized enterprises (in concrete terms e.g. for family businesses) so that the independence of SMEs is not jeopardized in the course of a generational change, in order to avoid undesirable concentration effects in the market. Albeit, such rebates would have to be paid subsequently, if the company or shares are sold later. When passing on residential buildings that exceed personal needs, a pending refurbishment, particularly also in order to make the dwellings more energy efficient or more age-appropriate, should be tax-reducing to a certain extent, provided that tenants benefit accordingly from the cost savings.
Income from investments, rental yields etc. should be taxed progressively in the same way as wages or salaries and together with them. If such an income is not associated with adequate personal efforts, regulations should be made, which normally limit such revenues almost to a preservation of value (compensation of inflation, compensation for loss of value due to aging or appropriate reserves for maintenance and renovation, insurance costs, etc.), especially if they are exceeding the average income. This certainly could be implemented with reasonable administrative effort in the course of the annual tax declaration. Up to the average income, all earnings are simply added together and everything is taxed according to the normal income tax schedule. Above this level, the income parts, which aren't associated with an adequate personal professional activity, and which are not necessary to preserve the total value should be skimmed off by the tax authorities. Whereby certain expenses or investments might be claimed as somewhat tax-reducing. If one considers some earnings for attending a few meetings of stockholders or the members of a supervisory board, many reports about so-called top performers in today's media are quite ridiculous. The wages of the management often range somewhere beyond good and evil, at least beyond any reasonably justifiable level. Therefore they have to be limited by law. This is also necessary, as otherwise some owner might invent fancy jobs for themselves in order to circumvent some measures just proposed. 
Tenacious efforts and outstanding performance, as well as temporary abstinence from consumption to enable the achievement of bigger goals, should certainly be encouraged, as long as the general public as a whole also benefits. However, excessive ambitions have to be limited, in order to protect the society against the attainment of too much power and influence by small groups or individuals.
Moreover, particularly, if certain dimensions are exceeded, cleverness often plays a much more important role in achieving high incomes and wealth than personal industriousness and sweat. On closer inspection, frequently less noble shrewdness or mere luck better describe the origin of affluence. In order to maintain fairness and proportionality in economic power at no less than a minimum level, there should be an absolute upper limit for the assets in the hands of a person or family in general and not only for transfers in form of bequests and endowments. For a monitoring major possessions including real estates, bank accounts, valuables, shares etc. should have to be registered in special data base of the finance authorities.
A further expedient to retard the accumulation tendency of capital would possibly be a progression in corporate tax, although this would require measures to avoid circumventing constructions. Moreover, favorable size limits for companies from a social point of view are very likely dependent on various factors such as the corresponding business branch, etc. In any case, however, the current competition between countries with regard to tax incentives for companies or financial investors must be eliminated by an international, or at least by a uniform European regulation, which comprises rigorous concerted measures against tax evasion or tax avoiding dodges, including controls and constraints on capital transactions.
Trading in company shares should be restricted by minimum holding intervals. These periods should be followed by a phase in which a slowly declining penalty is levied as a special tax. Voluntary contractual commitments to longer shareholding should be factored into weightings of the votes at stockholders' meetings, because those, who bind themselves to a company for a longer period should have more influence on strategic decisions. This should reduce the bad habit of worrying exclusively about next quarterly figures or the short-term performance at the financial market and promote a more responsible attitude concerning the future development of corporations. Besides, employees generally should have to be involved in making operational decisions more than hitherto. 
An enhanced antitrust law should eliminate existing market dominance by splitting or unbundling.
Natural or reasonable monopolies must either be subject to direct public control or managed as special non-profit cooperatives. Essential infrastructure should be public property by all means.

10. The financing of public expenditure
The primary purpose of economy is to satisfy people's needs and not to "create jobs". Ensuring humane working conditions and a fair distribution of the workload but also of the opportunities for participation in a society are of course nevertheless reasonable objectives of an "employment policy". As some members of the elites are liable to fancy measures in this context as a kind of "occupational therapy", which should guarantee that the vulgar is too busy for questioning power relations, the usage of the term "work redistribution policy" seems be more advisable. 
In discussions about the necessity of bustling business activity is often referred to the government budget. But if domestic demand, i.e. consumption, needs to be stimulated only in order to keep the welfare state affordable and to avoid an increase of unemployment, then something is wrong with the entire system of resource allocation at the level of economic policy.
Wouldn't Europe's labor market be unnecessarily exposed to internal and international dumping competition, then, in the event of a production surplus, work could be redistributed by reductions in working hours instead of inducing senseless additional consumption purely for the purpose of creating jobs. However, the aforementioned shift to fair world trade mostly would increase the return to be provided for imports, so that no major reduction in the volume of work in Europe should be expected in the near future.
At the moment the export economy and import trade are indirectly subsidized, in that the social costs of a labor pool, which certainly predisposes employees towards easier exploitation, are partly financed by government bonds. Trade is thus provided with additional purchasing power virtually free of charge for the globalized capital, since the money in the bonds, unlike wages and taxes, will have to be paid back in the end. This should be mentioned in debates on tax justice, because thereby a private minority gains additional business opportunities at public expense, while the unequal distribution of wealth worsens.
The state revenue is based to a large extent on income, payroll, and value added taxes. These are mostly associated with the consumption of products and services, which also need resources. So within the framework of the currently prevailing policy the state must ensure a high turnover in economy, in order to be able to finance its services.
Longer-lasting goods and/or the renunciation of desires only caused by manipulative advertising should be expected to free work capacities for the care of the elderly and sick, for bringing up children etc. In contrast to this logical argument, within the current economic growth doctrine the state is forced to boost the general level of consumption at all costs so that "crumbs" fall off for socially necessary things, even if in the long run the associated resource waste is quasi suicidal in view of global conflicts concerning raw materials or the endangering of life-sustaining ecosystems.
Therefore, in case of saturation phenomena throughout the market due to prosperity, as already mentioned, the situation at the labor market should be relieved by reversibly adjustable reductions in working hours, and state revenues should be kept at the necessary level by a simultaneous, socially compatible raising of tax rates. If people are more than adequately provided with everything they need, then they can be expected to share a larger part of their income.
Of course, not every slump in economic output can be compensated by tax increases, otherwise a downward spiral that jeopardizes the supply of the population might be set in motion. Just think of the great depression in the first half of the 20th century, which led to fascism and war. On the other hand, the German "equalization of burdens act" after the Second World War has shown that it is possible to demand a contribution from the wealthy without impairing economic development. So in a social discourse on the basis of the given circumstances politicians must incessantly renegotiate, to which extent the supply situation of various population groups allows a reduction of their respective consumption volume for the benefit of the environment and out of solidarity with poorer regions or future generations. It would be foolish to propose a generally valid algorithm for this purpose.
Therefore the speciously simple concept of a "revenue-neutral ecological tax reform", which should shift the tax burden from "labor", i.e. income taxation, to resource consumption, also must also be scrutinized. The higher excise duties associated with this would particularly affect those who currently pay little or no income tax. "Revenue neutrality" implies that those with average incomes would notice at most only a negligible surplus load, if they practically did not change their lives at all. Depending on the reform's details, it could even be the case that high earners benefit more than average, as the current progression on the income side affects them more than higher consumption taxes with equal percentages for everybody. The shift in government revenue would therefore need to be combined with an increase in the lowest incomes, while the progressive taxation reducing inequality for very high incomes should not be touched. After balancing the social impacts, however, only relatively small positive environmental effects will remain without other additional measures. Helped by accompanying measures the lowest class will attempt to cover their basic needs in a largely unchanged way. Middle income earners now would have a greater incentive to consume more ecologically, but any savings they would make thereby would leave a larger share of the increased income due to the reduced payroll tax. In consequence, according to the warnings of many degrowth economists, rebound effects can be expected, what means that the remaining money simply flows into other additional consumptions. Finally, as already indicated, even a relatively small tax reduction in terms of the percentage concerning high incomes might cause that the upper class would be able to consume more, although they do not a bit behave in a more climate-friendly manner.
Long-term sovereign debts are a burden for future generations and should be avoided. For relatively short periods, it should be possible to borrow interest-free loans from the central bank. In this context larger countries and participants in monetary unions have clear advantages in terms of possible volumes. That's one of many important points, why a reform of the IMF and World Bank is desirable. If they have surplus money in order to buy government bonds, which they cannot invest sensibly otherwise, participants in the financial markets should be forced to pay more taxes (for example, within the framework of a new "equalization of burdens act"). All the more, as global wealth inequality has escalated enormously in recent decades, not least with the help of sophisticated tax avoiding tricks, and must be stopped anyway. Here, as already mentioned, a collaborative international or at least uniform European approach is necessary.
Although Keynes originally envisaged "deficit spending" only to counter-balance severe economic slumps, "left-wing" proponents often call for a long-term expansion of sovereign debt, arguing that public investment in education, infrastructure etc. would benefit future generations. However, this is problematic in that their preferences cannot be adequately taken into account. Is the further expansion of the road network with its inevitably associated soil sealing, the maintenance of airlines, whose existence is threatened by the 2020 pandemic, in their current size, etc. really in the interest of our descendants? Each generation already binds subsequent generations more than enough by its other decisions. Think of depleted resources, global warming, legacies such as nuclear waste, etc. Moreover, modern reinforced concrete buildings, for example, do not last as long as former larger buildings and become costly renovation projects much faster. So, there really will be no need for old public debts in addition to all that. In the private domain, an inheritance can be rejected, if the liabilities exceed the assets. As can be seen in the case of many over-indebted countries, especially in the so-called global South, it is much more difficult for states to shift inherited loans, even if they were taken out unreasonably, for instance, before a transition from a military dictatorship to democracy.
In the longer term, the option of a sovereign money reform should be checked for monetary policy, as it might perhaps be a little more appropriate to a degrowth economy in various respects.

11. Welfare state
A sufficient access to public health care and old-age provision has already been introduced at the beginning as an essential prerequisite for a demographic transition to lower fertility rates, because then the satisfaction of such basic needs is no longer dependent on one's own descendants.
There are also good reasons for organizing these pillars of the welfare state as a public monopoly, at the utmost with an extremely limited supplementary private insurance sector, which only covers unnecessary luxuries. In general, a solidarity-based insurance is the best guarantee for fair burden sharing and good affordability.
High quality public health care implies that drugs, surgical techniques, and other medical procedures can be better evaluated due to their broader application, so that even more affluent patients will benefit, in case they need such treatments. If certain medication, expedients, and methods are only available to those with expensive supplementary private insurances, this also means that there is less experience with their utilization, for example with regard to rare but nevertheless severe side effects and other risks.
In comparison to a pay-as-you-go social insurance, where the current contributors to the system pay the expenses for the current recipients, a capital covered pension system has at the utmost the advantage that profits may be gained from abroad. In view of shifts in the distribution of various age groups within the European population, this sometimes is cited as an advantage. However, most economies with a younger population on average have an enormous need to catch up in building up their own infrastructure and a modest level of prosperity, so that it is actually morally out of the question to siphon off financial resources from such countries. Whether this would be possible at all in a few years or even decades is a another matter altogether. If old age provision and care is only financed within the countries with a high average age, private insurances will merely entail additional costs in the form of marketing, dividend payments to shareholders, etc. without any real benefit. Moreover, investments are usually subject to the general risks of financial markets. Regardless of the concrete modalities of the money transfer, without a net inflow from abroad, the goods and services for retired people (as well as for young people who are not yet working) must be produced directly or indirectly (by means of foreign trade on the basis of quid pro quo) by the actually working subpopulation. If our society, with its prosperity and good infrastructure, does not succeed in solving the problems of a shift in the age structure on its own, how should countries of the so-called global south accomplish a humane transition to a population that does not continuously grow? (Incidentally, the same question arises when it is sometimes said that immigration is necessary to stabilize the pension system. Even if this may be a well-intentioned defence of an humanitarian admission of refugees, which in fact is ethically required, but for quite different reasons, such a statement is not really well deliberated.)
A further important part of the welfare state consists in a fair access to education. If the educational opportunities are more independent of the parents' income, this increases the probability that hidden talents can unfold their potential for the benefit of the society as a whole, indeed of all humanity. Free public education at high level is a safeguard against the social decline of the next generation for the middle class. What happens, if this is not guaranteed, can be observed in the USA, where many graduates are over-indebted due to horrendous fees and other training expenses.
In view of the enormous challenges humanity is facing in connection with climate change, the emergence of new pathogens, etc. the furtherance of the creative potential of as many individuals as possible, but especially of young people, is a major contribution to improve the survival chances of our species.

12. Final remarks
Many proposals in this text tend towards a highly regulated economy. Liberals may criticize this as paternalism and deprivation of freedom. Against this reproach I would like to point out that the current tendency of unrestrained capital accumulation implies a gradual loss of autonomy for most economic subjects. The unbroken trend towards large global corporations increases the vulnerability to extortion for both, local politicians and employees. In addition, the permanent surveillance and systematic manipulation of the general population by monopoly-like corporations endangers civic liberties. The economic concentration processes of the last three decades have undermined the principles of a free market. If we comply with the demands of numerous neoliberal proponents, we end up with oligo- and monopolies that are beyond any social control. That's why democratically legitimized regulations, which bear the commonweal in mind, in reality mean an increased freedom for the majority.
Others may find that the concepts presented here tolerate too much inequality. However, it should be recalled that in practically every larger society, which allegedly wanted to eliminate all class distinctions through collectivization etc., new ruling elites emerged, an experience that George Orwell, for example, pictured in his novel "Animal Farm".
From a historical point of view, the best results, in terms of the prosperity of broad social strata and the greatest civic liberties, were achieved within the framework of a regulated market economy with a balancing welfare state, despite all, sometimes quite substantial shortcomings. However, many achievements were partly based on the exploitation of natural resources and of the people in the so-called global south. So, the system cannot be perpetuated in its present form.
If sustainable reforms are not quickly implemented, the 21st century will experience catastrophes that will eclipse those of the past. The fatalities then will be counted not in hundreds of millions but in billions, and in the end the doom will result in a technically supported totalitarianism that will hardly make anyone happy, not even those few at its top.
There is still a reasonable chance for a broad elite to get well-established in society by acting responsibly with regard to environment and populace, not least also by granting realistic prospects for advancement on the one hand, and by protection against tumbling into the abyss in the event of personal failure on the other. This might maintain the unfortunately dwindling hope for a reasonably good life including many, indeed most people on this planet. We should seize the opportunities before it is too late.
